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of fifty yards of untenable mud generally meant
that somebody was degomme. Any proposal
to draw back for fifty yards in order to
get on to firmer ground, or to avoid casualties
from enfilade fire, was a dastardly crime. It is
difficult to explain why, after the long retreat
of 150 miles, there should have been such
desperate anxiety over a few yards of mud.
But so it was.
The case of the Ypres salient is the most out-
standing example. When the battle fizzled out
on November 21 our front line formed a big
salient with its apex at Zonnebeke, 5 miles east
of Ypres. Early in the year the British forces
had been reorganized into two Armies, com-
manded by Haig and Smith-Dqrrien. The II
Army took over the Ypres section. Owing to
the many casualties which occurred in the
Salient suggestions were made for a withdrawal
to a line further back. This would have been
easy. Before the move the new position could
be dug, sand-bagged and wired in a way that
would make it comparatively comfortable.
The communications with Ypres would no
longer be subject to concentrated fire from
three sides. Since the town was already within
range of the German artillery it would not have
suffered further harm than before.
Sir John French, however, could not see any-
thing except the weakness of surrendering
ground. A letter which he wrote some time
later is a clear indication of his ideas. He was
being pressed, as usual, to take over more line
from titte French, and was writing to explain
that he could not spare troops: